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Introduction


In 1946, when One Fine Day was written, England was beginning to look to the future after the Second World War. Fighting had ended a year previously but its effect endured: hence the line from As You Like It written on the frontispiece (‘True is it that we have see better days’) and the description in the opening chapter of a village with ‘coils of barbed wire still rusting among the sorrel … the frizzy lily spikes pushing up in the deserted garden of the bombed cottage’ where, recently, ‘something had happened’.


But this is not a backward-looking novel. It evokes, in miniature (One Fine Day is a mere fifty thousand words long), the consequences for one representative corner of England of the six-year struggle of war and, at the close of day, looks forward optimistically to the future. It does so from a resolutely unpolitical, unideological stance, for this is a novel about an ordinary, middle-class woman with the same ordinary preoccupations as thousands of her contemporaries: ‘I am a perfectly happy married woman, simply getting a little greyer, duller, more tired than I should be getting, because my easier sort of life has come to an end,’ she thinks.


Mollie Panter-Downes was well-suited to write a novel of assessment and insight, having written a regular New Yorker column from ‘the home front’ throughout the war years. And it is a tribute to the remarkable writer that she had been on the staff of this famously exacting and critical magazine for nearly fifty years, and was still contributing ‘Letters from London’ and book reviews when One Fine Day was first republished by Virago in 1985.


She was born in London in 1906. For the two years before the outbreak of the First World War she lived with friends in Brighton since her father, a regular in the Royal Irish Regiment, had been sent out to be Colonel of the Gold Coast Regiment and her parents did not wish to subject their daughter to the dangers of the ‘white man’s grave’. When Mollie was eight, they returned; her father went to France immediately and was killed at Mons in the first month of the war. His widow and daughter settled first in a flat in Brighton and then in a small village on the border of Surrey and Sussex. They spent the war years and early 1920s keeping up standards on a small widow’s pension. Mollie went to various day schools and was ‘an early beginner on my mother’s library books’.


With her deeply-rooted modesty, Mollie Panter-Downes had very little memory of her adolescent years, but clearly the ordered routine of that time instilled in her a great respect for those values of cheerfulness, calm and hard work which the heroine of One Fine Day displays so ungrudgingly. And, too, it must have fostered the characteristics which were eventually to lead her into journalism not fiction; for there is a diffidence, a liking of being the quiet observer in the background, that is essential to the good reporter, whereas the novelist has to have the self-interest to want to thrust her images, her insights onto other people.


As a girl, she read ‘mostly romantic novels, but I also dug into the public library on my own account, and came up with quantities of poetry and lives of poets. Those years gave me my great love from the Sussex countryside’. Her’s first novel, The Shoreless Sea (1923), was published by John Murray when she was just seventeen and went into eight editions in the course of a year and a half – helped, no doubt, by the Daily Mirror’s purchase of second serial rights and the slogan on the side of the London buses saying ‘read The Shoreless Sea’. The writer Elizabeth Jenkins, then eighteen, remembered ‘devouring’ the instalments as they appeared. Even today, the novel has quite enough distinction to set it apart from the conventional love story, its tone and attitudes (though not its theme) being more than a little reminiscent of Rosamond Lehmann’s Dusty Answer which was published four years later.


On the basis of this novel, one might have predicted a future as a novelist for Mollie Panter-Downes; indeed, many reviewers did. The Times wrote, ‘something still remains to wonder at – that is, that Mollie Panter-Downes should have achieved such maturity of style’ and the Evening Standard commented, ‘It did not seem credible that an author so young could write with such assurance and with such a good sense of character’. But her next novel, The Chase (1925), had a less rapturous reception, perhaps because it is a Bildungsroman, and in writing about a male hero, the eighteen-year-old novelist was stepping rather outside her range. The two interesting aspects are that it is about a boy who stumbles into wealth and then develops a social conscience, and the occasional beautiful descriptions of the Sussex countryside (‘bare, humped shoulders of Down, stretching as far as the eye could see, guarding in their hollow the blue mistiness of the Weald … In the valley, running up the side of the gently sloping hills, the flamboyant yellow of mustard, rich dark furrows of ploughland’).


After the great success of The Shoreless Sea, she ‘at once became the breadwinner’ and began to write short stories for magazines, particularly the American magazine Cosmopolitan, and a series of articles for the News Chronicle. In 1926, she met her future husband, Clare Robinson, at a party at her publisher’s house. They married after he came down from Oxford and lived for two years in a small house in London.


In 1929, Clare Robinson was sent round the world on an inspection tour by his then employer, British Celanese. His wife was with him for the two-year trip, and soon after their return in 1932, gave birth to their first daughter, the second being born in 1935. It was at this time that the Robinsons moved to that part of Surrey bordering on Sussex that she always loved.


Mollie Panter-Downes would say that she was, first and foremost, a reporter, and that One Fine Day was ‘her only novel’. It is interesting, and poignant, to reflect on the kind of novelist she might have become had she not, for most of her adult life, cherished the belief that she had ‘no powers of invention, no ear for dialogue … I have to see the thing for it to be real’.


But she did go on writing short stories. And it was in the mid-1930s that she suggested to her agent that she might be able to write for the New Yorker, a magazine that she had always admired. The notorious ‘Pearnie’ of Curtis Brown scoffed at this idea: ‘Oh no dear, no, no, get that right out of your head, they don’t have any English people at all’. But eventually, the New Yorker did take ‘a bit of verse, you couldn’t call it poetry at all, it was a sort of skit on Browning – “Oh, to be in England Now that April’s there” – just before the war’. That gave ‘a tiny toe in the door’ and the New Yorker began to buy the occasional short story, as well as a ‘reporter at large’ item about Jewish refugee children arriving at Victoria Station in 1937. ‘Amid the Alien Corn’, the latter, was a successful piece, and with the stories led to the New Yorker sending Mollie Panter-Downes a cable on 2 September 1939; Western Union had been authorized to accept her messages and would she do a regular London letter and cable it to them?


The reply was negative since she was expecting to receive evacuees; but when their arrival was suddenly cancelled (the children would have been too far from the village school), and spurred on by the encouragement of her husband (who was by this time in the Gunners), a second, affirmative cable quickly followed the first. ‘Letters from London’, backdated 3 September 1939, was despatched using the elaborate procedure which was to endure throughout the war years – of using up the precious petrol ration, walking or bicycling with the letter to the station, putting the copy in charge of the guard and having it met in London by Western Union. This went on all through the Blitz; the copy was only lost on one occasion.


The wartime ‘Letters from London’ have been collected three times in book form, once as Letters from England (1940), which was only published in America and had some of the same influence and success as Jan Struther’s Mrs Miniver (1939); once as London War Notes (1972), which appeared both here and in the United States; and once in 2015 by Persephone Books. Because the letters were cabled at either weekly or fortnightly intervals, they are a unique record of life during the war years – elegant, understated, witty and human, with a middle-class perspective aimed at the sophisticated and sympathetic New Yorker who, it was assumed, was familiar with many details of English life, such as the virtues of the banking hall at Harrods as against the chairless public air-raid shelter, or the blue of Prunier’s restaurant also adorning its sandbags.


Despite their heading, the letters were ‘sent’ from both London and the country, and it was Mollie Panter-Downes’s local village, disguised as ‘Mugbourne’, that was to appear later in One Fine Day. Yet the London letters were genuine reportage since she stayed during the week in London and reported on how the ordinary man in the street reacted to politicians, the Blitz, the Buzz Bombs, the expectation of invasion, the evacuation of children and the difficulties of everyday life. There are some rather touching anecdotes about food ‘longings’ which anticipate the thoughts of Laura, the heroine of One Fine Day:




Yes, there was no doubt, she had become a greedy woman. From her honeymoon, a time of great happiness, she could salvage only a few paltry cakes. As for Victoria, she lived for food. At school the little girls boasted and bragged, chinking the small change of the extra orange, the rare iced cake, which life would harden later in the currency of the better motor-car, the more satisfactory husband.





Throughout the letters, it is the ordinary people of England who are seen as heroic: the battalions of willing ladies who emerged from the herbaceous borders to answer the call of duty, or Mrs Molyneux-Pring armed with her embroidery while listening to the radio who ‘in a dignified and at the same time respectful manner continued to fill in a squiggly corner of leaf while receiving the words of her sovereign’, or the housewives who remained unruffled and confined their outward worries as to whether the ground almonds would be available at Christmas. The tone is critical of a Ministry of Information that unkindly agitates thousands when, in order to conceal the exact whereabouts of bomb damage, it admits playfully that ‘a church famed in a nursery rhyme’ has been hit, and the writer commends the fact that ‘the courage, humour and kindliness of ordinary people continue to be astonishing under conditions which possess many of the merry features of a nightmare’.


Mollie Panter-Downes’s first loyalty in ‘Letters from London’ was to the resolution and cheerfulness of the British people. One Fine Day, as well, is a unique tribute to human indomitability, for it is almost a hymn of praise to the English, and particularly to the ordinary Englishwoman who did not fight in the war but lived through it as acutely as any soldier – a theme usually ignored in literature, where the experience is often seen as a male prerogative.


The novel was begun in the spring of 1946, and was her first in fifteen years – and her last. It was serialised in the Atlantic Monthly in three instalments and published in book form in 1947. She could not remember why she suddenly felt compelled to turn to fiction again in the time left from the rigorous demands of the regular New Yorker column, the house, the children, the cooking and the constant battle with tiredness which was the lot of everyone at this period.


Certainly, it is not a novel in the usual sense of the word: there is no plot and very little characterisation. Rather, it elaborates on a theme, and its imagery and insights have a good deal in common with poetry. As Mollie Panter-Downes wrote in her diary for June 1946: ‘Have made up my mind to read nothing but poetry until book finished – everything else distracting and uninspiring – work again, went well, made gooseberry jelly’. It was originally called The Vanished House, the initial inspiration being the image of Laura and Stephen Marshall’s house in the country throttled and dying though the deprivations of wartime, yet still ensnaring its owners with its tentacles. The house is a tyrant that binds her ‘to the kitchen, Stephen, when he was home, to the lawn mower and the wood-pile, the dirty boots and the devilish bindweed’.




Now, said the house to Laura, we are alone together. Now I am yours again … [but] the support, the nourishment had been removed. Now, on this summer morning, when doors and windows stood open, it was possible to hear the house slowly giving up, loosening its hold, gently accepting shabbiness and defeat.





By comparison, there is the Manor nearby, which is also rotting but is being ushered firmly in to the future by being converted to institutional use, the family decamping to the stables’ wing. Its change in status saddens Laura, but she sees it as inevitable since




for the rest of her life, now, she would see things from the point of view of cleaning them. Confronted by a masterpiece of architecture, she would think merely, How much floor to sweep, how many stairs to run up and down. The world had contracted to domestic-house size, always whispering to the sound of somebody’s broom.





There is, too, the contrast of the gypsy’s hut, where Laura’s missing dog has taken refuge, which is anonymous and undemanding: ‘No voices in there cry, Clean me, polish me’.


At the beginning of the book, Stephen and Laura have not adapted very well to changed circumstances: ‘wretched victims of their class, they still had dinner’. They are struggling to keep up a way of life which has really ended (elaborate flower beds, silver candlesticks, dinner in the dining room, ironed sheets) but without the human props that used to sustain it. For One Fine day also provides an interesting commentary on social change among the middle classes in the 1940s, the era when servants were a vanished species but labour-saving devises had not effectively arrived. To survive, change was necessary and it is those who cannot change who are to be pitied: like Laura’s mother, ‘inflexible, following, like a mesmerised hen, a chalk line of behaviour which the years had laid down … The war had flowed past her like a dark, strong river, never pulling her into its currents’.


Nevertheless, Mrs Herriot’s refusal to adapt has an inherent courage. The fact that one went to ‘Briggs for teeth, to the Army and Navy stores for wine, to Woolland’s for hats’ meant that she took no notice of the Blitz when she made her foraging expeditions to London. She was




as indomitable as Mr Briggs himself who, when not so distant crashes shook the windows of his consulting-room, would simply select another instrument and say, One really can’t notice this sort of thing, can one? The lip a leetle more relaxed, if you please.





Again, as in The Shoreless Sea, there are strong echoes of Rosamond Lehmann, particularly here the interior monologues of Olivia in The Weather in the Streets (1936).


By the end of the novel, at the end of the day, both the Marshalls have reached a turning point. Laura is flooded with joy and optimism:




Let us give thanks, Mr Vyner said, very simple, very quiet, when the handful of the faithful bowed their tired knees before God. But never, even then, had Laura felt quite this rush of overwhelming thankfulness, so that the land swam and misted and danced before her. She had had to lose a dog and climb a hill, a year later, to realize what it would have meant if England had lost. We are at peace, we still stand, we will stand when you are dust, sang the humming land in the summer evening.





And Stephen is filled with the determination to hold on to his house but to accept the necessary compromises.




And it suddenly struck him as preposterous how dependent he and his class had been on the anonymous caps and aprons who lived out of sight and worked the strings. All his life he had expected to find doors opened if hi rang, to wake up to the soft rattle of curtain rings being drawn back, to find the fires bright and the coffee smoking hot every morning as though household spirits had been working while he slept. And now the strings had been dropped, they all lay helpless as abandoned marionettes with nobody to twitch them.





One Fine Day encapsulates a realistic assessment of post-war life in a tiny but symbolic corner of England; it describes crumbling houses, eroding standards, remnants of barbed wire, country lanes still without their proper signposts. Yet it also contains an unsentimental vision of the years to come. 1946 was a time when the middle classes felt themselves quite besieged from every direction. Mollie Panter-Downes began this novel in the same spring that the Labour MP Hartley Shawcross stood up in the House of Commons to declare ringingly in his famous phrase, ‘We are the masters at the moment and not only at the moment, but for a very long time to come’. One Fine Day may be a threnody for a passing way of life, but it is also a hymn of praise to a newly developing one. It is a novel of infinite subtlety, perception and delicacy, full of tenderness and humour – and yet with a pervading strain of melancholy tinging the optimism like autumn leaves in an Indian summer.


None of these qualities have in any way diminished in the nearly eighty years since its first publication or the nearly forty years since first republication. Nor has there been any fading of this preface writer’s delighted shock when she first discovered One Fine Day in a jumble sale bag in a Scottish lodging house, or her pleasure that the original Preface, plus a few small edits, has lived to see another day. Four decades later, she might be bold enough to compare One Fine Day with Mrs Dalloway (1925), possibly even to the detriment of the latter … But that kind of value judgement must be left to the reader.


Nicola Beauman











‘True is it that we have seen better days’


AS YOU LIKE IT












I


The day promised to be hot.


The village was no great distance from the sea. Hikers who went toiling up the chalk track among the foxgloves and the crooked thorns to the top of Barrow Down could see it, like a grey-blue rim to a green saucer, but Wealding turned its face away from the blue towards the green, snug in its leafiness which the circle of low hills protected. Here, the presence of the sea could be felt only as a sort of salty vibration in the air, like a watch ticking in the pocket, reminding the landlubber of his islander’s destiny. The country resembled a gentleman’s park, washed with greenish light from the great well-spaced trees, oak and elm and ash. On hot days the cows, sunlight filtering through leaves above, buttercups throwing up tarnished arsenical glare below, sometimes looked eau-de-nil beasts out of an impressionist painting. The gentleman’s park seemed to have seen better days. Felled trees lay where they had fallen, railings sagged, hedges had become formidable barriers of dog-rose and hawthorn sprouting to the sky. In the village, too, there were signs of an occupation by something, an idea, an emotion. Something had happened here, so that the substance in which Wealding had been embalmed for so long – the perfect village in aspic, at the sight of which motorists applied their brakes, artists happily set up easels, cyclists dismounted and purchased picture postcards at the post office to send to their little nieces – had very slightly curdled and changed colour, as though affected by an unprecedented spell of thundery weather. Its perfect peace was, after all, a sham. Coils of barbed wire still rusting among the sorrel were a reminder. Sandbags pouring out sodden guts from the old strong-point among the bracken, the frizzy lily spikes pushing up in the deserted garden of the bombed cottage, spoke of days when the nearness of the sea had been no watch ticking comfortably in the pocket, but a loud brazen question striking constantly in the brain, When? When? The danger had passed. Wealding, however, had been invaded. Uneasiness made the charming, insanitary cottages seem unsubstantial as rose-painted canvas in an operetta; uncertainty floated on the air with the voice of the wireless, which had brought the worm of the world into the tight bud of Wealding. It did not know, it could not tell what to think. The big house stood empty and shuttered. The gardens of the smaller houses waved shaggily, goats were tethered hopefully on once spruce lawns, every gale rattled down a few more fifteenth-century roof tiles or loosened more bubbled glass diamonds from the little windows.


But in the early morning light, seen from the top of Barrow Down, the huddle of grey and pink and cream houses looked merely charming. Up here, man had long ago been obliterated by the green armies of fern, the invading foxgloves, the cony and the magpie. Bumps under the honeycombed turf marked the site of old shelters for man and beast where cattle had lowed and the smoke of little fires had written ‘Morning’ and ‘Hunger’ in the sky. Wealding children sometimes found old flints buried under the rabbit droppings; picnic parties munched their hard-boiled eggs among ghosts. In spring, dog-violets spilled small blue lakes in the bleached grass, followed later by the pink and white restharrow, clean as sprigged chintz, and the great golden candlesticks of mulleins. Up here, on the empty hilltop, something said I am England. I will remain. The explosions in the valley, the muffled rumbles and distant flashes far out to sea, had sounded remote as the quarrelling voices of children somewhere in the high, cool rooms of an ancient house from which they would soon be gone. But the house said I will stand when you are dust. The rabbits, less serene, always bolted into the honeycomb with the flounce of a few hundred white scuts when the echoes died down, bumping against the hills like an urchin’s stick against railings, and the column of smoke rose thick and black from the valley.


This morning all was quiet on Barrow Down. The war was over. The rabbits nibbled the dewy grass boldly, and the lark rose in the brilliant air, higher, higher on its spun-glass spiral of song, knowing nothing of peace or war, accepting joyously the bounty of another day.









II


The clock in the hall struck eight. Stephen Marshall knew that it was right, for he had wound it up only last night, and that meant that in a few minutes he must go. He moved his shoulders irritably. Cup in hand, he was standing frowning out into the garden.


‘Terrible, terrible,’ he repeated gloomily.


‘But what can one do?’ said Laura.


She got up from the breakfast-table and joined him. Victoria, still seated, watched their familiar backs, curiously alike, her father’s long and slim, her mother’s long and slim. But there the resemblance ended. Her mother’s hair was so curly, a mass of springing curls all over her head. Stephen’s head was quite sleek, and right at the back, interesting discovery, there was a tiny thinnish patch under the hair. Victoria watched it, fascinated, as she chewed bacon toast.


‘Voller’s a shocking worker,’ Stephen was saying.


‘He’s too old, poor old darling,’ Laura said.


‘It comes to the same thing. If Chandler could see it now –!’


Chandler could not, for he was dead in Holland. The gardener had died, ironically, in the gardener’s paradise, the land of neatly regimented pink and azure and fleshy white blossoms. My man’s good on roses, Stephen used to say to friends who motored down for lunch on Sundays before the war. He could hear himself saying it, leaning back in the deck-chair as he squinted idly at the lovely creatures each in their separate compartments edged with box, Angèle Pernet like apricots, spicy Étoile de Hollande, the stout white matron Frau Karl Druschki, Shot Silk, the pale petal against the dark, the perfect buds proud among the shining leaves. In those days rose-bushes were a bob each. Think of it! For a pound you could buy twenty beauties. My man’s good on roses, he would say, casual, trying not to reflect credit on himself for being lucky enough to own a Chandler, and from the opposite deck-chair a guest would make a polite murmuring of approval. He liked that, he had to own it, but The soil suits ’em, he would say, as though they sprang up like buttercups. And they would sit there, looking at the roses, talking idly, enjoying the hot sun – was it imagination that all the summer Sunday afternoons before the war had been hot? – until out from the house tripped Ethel or Violet, smart in their pretty uniforms, to take away the coffee-tray. He could see them now, making an entrance as though the lovely afternoon were a ballet, impossibly dancing across the smooth lawn, for ever lifting the tray in that perpetual remembered sunlight and bearing it away with a whisk of an apron streamer, a gleam of a neat ankle.


He swallowed the last mouthful of tea, still staring out of the window.


‘It seems almost to bear a grudge,’ he said.


The garden’s vitality was indeed monstrous and somehow alarming. The rose beds had disappeared in long grass. Since he came home, Stephen had dug a few free, but as fast as he cleared them, the weeds blew in again relentlessly, twirling, creeping, choking with nooses of fine bone-white fibre. Old Voller, coming up from the village two evenings a week on his tricycle, slowly hanging up his jacket on a nail in the potting-shed among the mice and onions, slowly blowing his nose in a red cotton square and getting his spade and creeping down the path – at the thought of his maddening slowness Stephen’s shoulders squirmed irritably again. Old Voller was no match for the strength of seven practically unchecked years, when only Laura had been here to help him with a little muddling with a trowel now and then. The result was that a vegetable war to the death appeared to be on, green in tooth and claw. The flowers rampaged and ate each other, red-hot poker devouring lily, aster swallowing bergamot, rose gulping jasmine. Cannibals, assassins, they sat complacent with corners of green tendrils hanging from their jaws. The cut-throat bindweed slid up the hollyhock and neatly slipped the wire round its throat. The frilled poppy and the evening primrose seeded themselves everywhere, exulting in the death of Chandler.


The thought of so much to do and no one to do it often got between Stephen and his work in London, where he was proceeding at this moment. Holding on at the telephone, he would doodle voracious caterpillars on his pad. Down the rain would hiss on the sooty tiles beneath his window, and he would think of the confounded green things shooting up, guzzling and growing like mad. Damn it, he would mutter, slamming down the papers on the table top.


‘I thought in the middle of the night,’ he said, coming back to his chair, ‘couldn’t we get the Cochranes’ gardener along, now they’re leaving, even if it’s only for two or three evenings a week? Young Porter. I don’t see why not. You might drop in and see if you can fix it, Laura, before somebody else snaps him up.’


‘Well, I’ll try. Some time to-day I’ve got to go and look for Stuffy.’


‘Oh, she wasn’t back this morning?’ He glanced over at the basket in the corner.


‘I’m sure she’s gone off to the gypsy’s dogs again on Barrow Down.’


‘Oh Lord,’ he groaned, ‘more puppies!’


He picked up the telephone bill, which the postman had only just dropped on the mat with as lighthearted a smack as though it were a love letter. So many trunk calls – had they really had them? The awful total suggested that Laura spent the whole day putting in frantic calls to her family in Cornwall, but of course there was no check up, none at all. Laura was incorrigible on the telephone, there was no denying it. She rambled, she paid no attention to three-minute time signals exploding in her ear. And through his mind shot the depressing thought that before the war, in the long, warm Sunday afternoon into which all that time seemed to have condensed when one looked back at it, he would not have had to worry about telephone bills and the paying of them. He looked at Laura across the table.


‘You might,’ he said sharply, ‘have been a bit more careful.’


He meant about keeping Stuffy shut in, or about the telephone, or about anything she chose to take it to mean. At the back of his mind he deplored his use of that uncivil, positively unpleasant tone to Laura before Victoria, who sat there stolidly eating, certainly paying no outward attention. He remembered the amiable truce of good manners which used to exist, apparently, between his own father and mother. If they were irritated with each other, they never showed it. If they ever fought, he and his brother and sister were not permitted to witness the awful, the incredible, battle. But it was quite impossible, he excused himself instantly, to keep up any such polite appearances in these days when the child was always with them, day and night, when no starchy arm descended to remove her and give them a bit of a breathing-space, when she must take her whack, so to speak, out of the great adult bowl of whatever happened to be on hand in the way of conversational hodgepodge. He glanced at her. She was staring out of the window, not listening anyway.


‘Frightfully careless,’ he said coldly.


‘I know,’ said Laura.


She sighed. She looked across the table at him, her forehead wrinkled. Suddenly everything began to get much better.


‘Honor Farleigh rang up, and I ran in from the garden to answer the telephone. I quite forgot about Stuffy and the door.’


‘Well,’ he said, ‘it can’t be helped.’


He got up, stuffing the abominable telephone bill in his pocket. Everything was suddenly, mysteriously better, as though the accumulated annoyance about the jungle of a garden, the telephone bill, Laura’s bitch being allowed to sneak off and get herself in the family way again, had all come to a head and been lanced. The relief was really extraordinary. He came round the table and kissed Laura.


‘I must go,’ he said. ‘I’m late.’


What a morning! Later it would be very hot, but now the dew frosted the grey spikes of the pinks, the double syringa hung like a delicious white cloud in the pure air. The cat sat with her feet close together on the unmown grass, and suddenly, sticking out a stiff back leg, ran her mouth up and down as though playing a passage on the flute. Summer at last, thought Stephen, and about time too. London would be an oven.


‘If Voller turns up before I’m home,’ he said, ‘tell him to net the raspberries. We’re going to lose the lot now the jays have got on to ’em.’


He ruffled the mousy fair hairs which had escaped on the nape of Victoria’s neck from the two wiry pigtails. The back of her neck, he thought, was still babyish, innocent and touching. But elsewhere the world had caught up with her, clothing her in hideous navy-blue serge and white poplin, making wary the long-lashed eye. She was ten. What does a child of ten think about? he wondered. He was blessed if he knew, although there were so many opportunities for finding out. If she were a boy, he might have known. He tickled the back of her neck kindly and absently, as though it were the patch of warm fur behind a kitten’s ear.


‘Goodbye,’ Victoria said coolly.


They heard him banging about in the hall. The drawer of the hall table was opened and shut, he muttered something, he leapt upstairs two at a time. Then down he came, stuck his head round the corner of the door, and asked Laura to pick a basket of gooseberries if she had time. ‘I’ll take them up to the office to-morrow for Johnson and Miss Margesson – fruit is impossible in London.’ Half-way out, he looked back to say, ‘Do send another advertisement to the Bridbury Herald to-day, Laura. You might be lucky this time.’ Now he had really gone. The front door banged, and in a minute or two they heard the car coughing, failing, coughing again, and then its wheels crunching the gravel. He was off to pick up the fast London train at Ashton. The house seemed to rock, to sigh, to sink gratefully back into silence. Laura and Victoria, catching each other’s eye, exchanged a small female smile.


‘You ought to go too, Vicky,’ said Laura.


‘All right.’


‘Don’t forget your music this time.’


‘I’ve got to pick a bunch of flowers for Miss Grant. We’re taking it in turns.’


‘Well, do hurry.’


The cat, interrupted in a difficult bit of flute playing, lifted a reptilian head and stared at Victoria as she emerged. She hesitated. Where to begin? She broke off a bit of syringa. Already dropping, it showered her with petals. Slowly plodding along the weedy rampant flower border, she broke short heads of poppy, anchusa, raspberry-coloured sweet cicely, a pansy, two pinks. Bunched tightly together, they looked charming. She glanced round the garden. It was perfect, she thought. They were always gloomy about it, her mother and father. Terrible, terrible, they said – as though a few old weeds mattered! She liked it shaggy, its lawns white with daisies, the golden rod and the aster making tunnels of green gloom through which one could creep comfortably. But in the grown-up world, isolated behind the glass partition, such things counted. For a moment she reflected on the inexplicable adult passion for tidying up, clipping and training, washing hands, picking innocent hairs off coat sleeves, blowing the nose delicately in the centre of the clean pocket handkerchief and folding it over – so!
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